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HOW TO READ A POEM
Lizzie O’Connor
Who Cares?
It was 2:48 in the morning, and my bathroom mat was the only thing between
me and the tile of my suite’s bathroom. Not the classiest place to be wooed
by poetry, but you do what you must when your roommate needs her sleep. I
was on the phone with my boyfriend, and I was reading him a poem I had
just written. Surprisingly enough, this is not the first time I’ve sat on this same
bathmat, gray and unexpectedly comfortable, and read poetry aloud. There is
just something special about poetry read in hushed whispers when the rest of
the world is asleep. The Best American Poetry 2021 was the subject of our last
late-night poetry reading. Only my favorites, of course, I do not have the lung
capacity to read the entire collection aloud in one sitting. This is great and all,
but why should you care? Poems have power, you just must let them show
that power. Poetry can connect people or spark a better connection within
oneself. Experience poetry, really give it a chance, and you might just see
what I mean.
You wouldn’t sleep at a rock concert
Now that you know a bit about why to read poetry, (at least enough that
you’ve kept reading) let’s get into how to do it most effectively. One of the
most important things for me when reading poetry is the environment, I’m
reading it in, especially the first time. I know this has seemingly nothing to do
with the actual poems, but if you’re in an improper setting, you have stopped
the poem before it has even begun. You wouldn’t sleep at a rock concert (I’d
hope). You wouldn’t do homework while your friend is trying to tell you
about their parent’s divorce (I would really hope this time). And this is not to
make unrelated accusations, but some things are done better with no
distractions. Poems are not made to be read while doing other things. They
are not written to be consumed in fleeting moments or chaotic in-betweens.
Poems are meant to be savored, to be digested completely. Poems
should be read in corner booths of coffee shops and the comfy chairs on the
first floor of libraries. Poems should be read in your bed, your personal space,
but only when the lights are dimmed. Poems should be whispered to the
people closest to you. Poems should be read when it is raining outside and
you can hear the droplets hit your window. They should be read in the
comfortable silence between your classes when you sit on a padded bench
and sip the latte you grabbed right as you ran out the door. Poems should be
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read on Tuesdays and calm Sunday mornings. They should be read right
before bed when we are most open to intimacy. Call me crazy, or pretentious,
but some things need to be experienced, not just read.
When the poem speaks, listen
You may be telling me, “That’s obvious,” and you may be right, but this is
something worth mentioning. Years of English class have taught us the
importance of analyzing. In lots of different forms of work, analysis can be
incredibly helpful, but poetry is not always one. Diving into the poem and
reading into the lines can be beneficial, but one does not want to get so lost in
the specifics that they forget the big picture. Sometimes you are told that it is
“A Love Poem that Ends at Popeyes” (like in the poem by Destiny O.
Birdsong) and it is just that. You might learn why, and you may learn what the
author ate, but at its core, it is just as the title described. And the title is not
always all-telling, but what’s important is listening to what is said at surface
level before diving into what it may mean. There is a balance that must be
found between being so detail oriented that you lose the big picture and never
looking for more than just the words on the page. Try not to drift too close to
either extreme, but balance, like most things, comes with practice.
It’s the 21st century, Google it
I’m not messing with you. Sometimes, poems will use words like “ephemeral”
or “thermocline” and not all of us are avid Words With Friends users. It may
seem small but knowing what specifics words mean could very well help your
view of the poem. This can also be said for specific dates, phrases, or people
that we aren’t familiar with. Poets use certain words or references for a
reason, so doing a simple Google search can help do justice to the poem.
Even if you must use Bing, understanding the poem is worth the minor
heartache.
So what?
What I’m really trying to tell you is that you must give the poem a chance. I
guess you don’t have to, but if you want to read, to really experience a poem,
you do. You have the tools, now you just must go out and find poetry that
you fall in love with. Find the poems that get you thinking, the kind that you
can’t get out of your head, and the kind so moving that you have to share
them, even if it’s on a bathmat as night seeps into early morning.
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